The study was conducted to determine the impact of farmers' membership of cooperative societies on rice production. Against the backdrop that the promotion of membership of cooperative society among farmers would give them better access to agricultural inputs and consequently improve their income. Multistage sampling technique was employed to select a total of 310 rice farmers. Data collected were analyzed using descriptive statistics, budgetary technique and inferential statistics. The results revealed the mean age of the rice farmers as 48 years. Majority (92%) of the farmers produced upland rice, with a single harvest per year using mainly owned resources. Family labour was the most important source of farm labour in rice cultivation and about 60% of the members of the farm families participated in the family rice farm. The results further showed that 38.9% of rice farmers had primary education, 27.4% had secondary education, while 25.1% had no education. A total of 71% of the rice farmers were members of rice farmers' cooperative societies, while 29% were not. The average farm size cultivated was 1.72ha and 1.64ha for cooperative and non-cooperative members respectively. The result also showed that there is no significant difference in the gross margin per hectare realized by farmers that were cooperative members (N90, 222) and the non cooperative members (N92, 986). The input-use structure showed that cooperative members were more intensive users of purchased inputs like fertilizer and pesticides valued at N124,555 per ha (about 41% of variable cost) compared to the non cooperative members valued at N57,647 per ha (about 22% of the variable cost). Almost all the groups were established to serve as receptacles for subsidized agricultural services and inputs rather than real producer organizations that seek to attract commercial providers of services and ensure efficient marketing of their farm outputs. Further revelation from the study is the fact that membership of cooperative society was found to be influenced by household size, access to extension services, number of rice farms owned, access of rice farmers to herbicide and quantity of rice output. The non-significant difference in the gross margin of cooperative and non-cooperative members despite the greater intensity of use of purchased inputs (fertilizer and pesticide) by cooperative members suggests the need for monitoring of rice farmers who are cooperators in order to ensure that the substantial inputs are rightly channeled.
Introduction
The agricultural production landscape in Nigeria is dominated by small-scale, resource-poor farmers, who produce over 90% of the food consumed in the country in small (<2ha) dispersed holdings. Farm production and resources' productivity in the farms are limited by lack of access to agricultural inputs. Improving smallholder farmers' access to agricultural services is therefore a central challenge facing governments in sub-Saharan Africa (Stringfellow, et al 1997) . Group farming was introduced as the first attempt to organize farmers' production cooperative in order to solve problems of small farmers after the 2 nd world war in many developing countries (Sherief, 1991) . Cooperative plays a vital role in many aspects of human interaction, including income generation, risk reduction, social networking, education, information sharing and public service provision. By pooling capital, labour, goodwill and other resources, members are able to carry out profitable activities, which, if undertaken by individuals, would involve greater transaction cost, risk and efforts. It therefore, implies commonality in purpose, objectives, and means of how to achieve them (Ukaga, 1992; USDA, 2006; Grazhdaninova, and Lerman, 2005) . The aim of group farming is to use more efficiently the scarce resources of land, labour, skills and capital. The aim of groups formation and the promotion of inter-group collaboration are to broaden the local economies-of-scale, strengthen the market and bargaining power of the farmers, enhance their access to support services and to encourage community participation and cooperation. Farmers' cooperation, especially among those having commercial potential, is widely perceived as one mechanism of improving their access to agricultural services. By working together, farmers can realize the scale economies of bulk acquisition and enter into more stable trade agreement with suppliers or processors. Research has shown that the incentive to form group is enhanced when members believe in the combined efforts and goodwill of one another to raise their standard of living i.e; groups are formed when there is a likelihood of synergistic outcome from pooled efforts in the pursuit of a collective goal. There are broad and diverse ranges of activities conducted within and by organized groups of individuals, including political, economic and social activities. In the long run, the groups may attract additional funds and support, since outside agencies are eager to work in areas where rural people are well-organized. In recent years, this view has influenced the design of many programmes of assistance to smallholders in Nigeria to the extent that donors and Non Governmental Organisations have often made group formation a prerequisite for accessing project resources. Additionally, from the donors' perspective, there are significant advantages in using groups as recipients of interventions rather than individuals, as costs are lower, better means of monitoring impact are provided and resources can be disbursed more rapidly.
Specifically, this study analysed the socioeconomic characteristics of rice farmers; examined the nature and degree of group formation among rice farmers in the study areas, determined the effect of group formation and other factors on rice production in the study area and described the obstacles militating against group formation by rice farmers.
Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
Groups are fundamental to economic, social and political outcomes, despite their relative neglect by economists, who continue to treat groups as quasi-individuals (Rosemary, et al., 2003) . A group can be defined as several individuals who come together to accomplish a particular task or goal. It is a collection of people, (minimum of five) who come together on a free and voluntary basis, and with a spirit of co-operation to work together for social and economic benefit of all. Although group can be gender specific in membership or gender bias in activities, it can also be for specific economic membership. Also, the focus can be on credit rotation and sourcing, or an informal development group in a community. Membership of groups is frequently a means to reinforce or construct identity. The capacity of groups to reinforce identity, a sense of self and relationships to society, in itself provides an incentive for cooperative behaviour and empowering action in the interests of the group. However, individuals may co-operate in groups without expecting a return. They may take such action through a sense of social responsibility, a sense of duty, or commitment, or because they enjoy the activity itself (Alkire and Deneulin 2002) .
There are several theories as to why groups develop. A classic theory, developed by Homans (1950) , suggests that groups develop based on activities, interactions, and sentiments. Basically, the theory posits that when individuals share common activities, they will have more interaction and will develop attitudes (positive or negative) toward each other. The major element in this theory is the interaction of the individuals involved. Group formation plays a critical role in collaborative learning (CL), enhancing the development of democratic ideas and promotes brotherhood economics. The strength of a group is therefore a function of the individuals in the group, the interactions of the group members and the influence of the group on the community. Tuckman and Jensen (1977) draw on the movement known as group dynamics, which is concerned with why groups behave in particular ways. This offers various suggestions for how groups are formed and how they develop over time. The formation of some groups can be represented as a spiral; other groups form with sudden movements forward and then have periods with no change. Whatever variant of formation each group exhibits, they suggest that all groups pass through six sequential stages of development. These stages may be longer or shorter for each group, or for individual members of the group, but all groups will need to experience them. They are forming, storming, norming, performing, mourning and adjourning. One common way to classify group is to identify whether they are formal or informal in nature. Formal work groups are established by an organization to achieve organizational goals. Formal groups may take the form of command groups, task groups, and functional groups.
People want to come together as a group because in a group, members have access to goods and services more easily than they would have on an individual basis (political influence and reduction of transaction costs); members pull together scarce resources, own and manage them themselves in order to overcome poverty, deprivation, powerlessness of an individual person against market forces, unemployment and low self esteem.
Groups can be learning laboratories for promoting skills such as enterprise management and problem solving; groups are useful receiving mechanisms for resources from Government and development agencies. Group allows more people to be reached; it reduces default through collective risk taking and provides a channel for information and mass education. Babatunde et al., (2007) observed that, farmers' cooperatives have been in existence in Nigeria for centuries and their importance in pooling resources and contributing to the agricultural development of the country are well documented. Nweke (1979) , noted that various problems of Nigerian small farmers like land, labour and capital problems can be solved through cooperatives efforts. Adeyemo (1994) , reported that members of cooperative societies performed better in terms of the gross returns to production efforts than individual farmers who are non-members.
Methodology
Ogun and Ekiti States in southwest Nigeria were selected because of their relative importance in the rice production landscape in Nigeria. Data used for this study came mainly from primary source. A multi-stage sampling procedure was used in the selection of respondents. The first stage was the purposive selection of Ogun and Ekiti states. The second stage was the purposive selection of two (2) delineated Agricultural Development Programme (ADP) zones/blocks from the states with high concentration of rice producers. The final stage was the random selection of 310 rice farmers from the two states proportionate to size.
The data collected were analyzed using descriptive, budgetary techniques and inferential statistics in line with the study objectives. Frequency tables, cross tabulation and percentages were used to describe and summarize the socio-economic characteristics of rice farmers while the budgetary analysis was used to determine the profitability of rice production by both cooperative and non-cooperative members. The Probit regression analysis was used to determine factors that influence farmers' membership of a rice production group. The model is stated as:
The dependent variable i M is 1 if the rice farmer belongs to rice production group and 0 if otherwise
are parameters estimated. Z i , is the matrix for the observations on independent variables considered. Vi is the error term that is assumed to be normally distributed with constant variance and zero mean. The independent variables considered are: X 1 = State dummy (Ekiti State=1, 0 otherwise) ; X 2 = Gender dummy (male = 1, female = 0) X 3 = marital status (married =1 otherwise 0); X 4 = age of respondent (years) X 5 = Educational qualification (educated =1, otherwise 0); X 6 = household size, (number) X 7 = Number of family member involved in rice production (number); X 8 = General farming experience (yr); X 9 = Rice farming experience (yr); X 10 = Number of farm locations (number) X 11 = Area of rice farm cultivated (ha); X 12 = access to fertilizer (yes =1, 0 otherwise) X 13 = access to herbicides (yes =1, 0 otherwise); X 14 = access to credit (yes =1, 0 otherwise), X 15 = access to extension services (yes =1, 0 otherwise); X 16 = quantity of rice produced (Kg/year)
Results and Discussions

Rice Production in Ogun and Ekiti States
Three main varieties of rice are generally cultivated in these states. These are Ofada white, Ofada brown/red, and NERICA. Ofada is a generic name used to describe all local variety of rice produced and processed in the rice producing clusters of South-West Nigeria. The short, robust rice grain (Ofada), believed to be OS6 and ITA 150 varieties, has attained a premium and prominence in Nigeria. It is sold as prepared ready to eat food in most eateries and bukaterias all over Nigeria. It is sold in the raw form packed in 500g pouches by marketers in major cities in Nigeria. The variety is commercially popular due to its nutritional value and the premium price it attracts. The aromatic flavor of the unpolished grains is an additional appealing quality to consumers. The Ministries of Agriculture in Ogun, Lagos and Ekiti States are facilitating systemic change in rice production in a way that benefits the farmers and see ofada rice as a niche market product that could provide opportunity for agricultural growth and development (Dauda, 2009) . New Rice for Africa (NERICA) has the potential to thrive well in acidic soils and it is resistance to insect pests and diseases. Nigeria is one of the seven African nations including Mali, Gambia, Guinea, Ghana, Sierra-Leone and Republic of Benin where the NERICA rice project is on-going. Within Nigeria, six states including Ogun, Ondo, Taraba, Ekiti, Kaduna and Nassarawa are the current beneficiaries of the project. The initiative is meant to contribute to food security and poverty reduction among African farmers and targets support for small-scale rice producers to improve production. Table 1 shows that the majority of respondents in Ekiti (94.2%) and Ogun states (97.6%) were married. The results of the t-test also confirmed that there is a significant difference (at 10% probability level) between the mean age of respondents in the two states. While the mean age of respondents in Ekiti was 46.8 years, that of Ogun State was 48.7 years. This implies that rice farmers in Ogun State were older than their counterparts in Ekiti State. Majority of the producers in Ekiti (90.3%) and Ogun (85%) States were male suggesting a high dominance of male farmers in rice production. Rice farming is to a large extent a cash crop, and it is usually not a component of household' food crops. The mean household size was approximately 7 in Ekiti and Ogun respectively. About 86% of the farmers in Ekiti State had access to formal education while in Ogun about 69% had access to formal education. Table 2 shows that, the average years of farming experience was 18.7 years in Ekiti State compared to 24.5 years in Ogun State; this buttresses the older rice farm families in Ogun State. On farming experience, Ogun State rice producers appear to be more experienced (15.61years) in rice production than their Ekiti (13.63years) counterparts. With respect to the involvement of family members in rice production, it is evident that farmers in both states extensively use family members in production (farm labour). Farmers in Ekiti cultivated an average of 1.99ha while those in Ogun cultivated 1.59ha (Table 3) . Thus, the relatively younger farmers in Ekiti had larger rice farm sizes than their counterparts in Ogun. Further, Table 3 reveals that 35.9% of the respondents in Ekiti had access to credit, while only 11.1% the respondents in Ogun had access to credit. This suggests intensified efforts to encourage rice production in Ekiti through the provision of credit facilities to the young farmers which may be correlated to their higher level of access to formal education. However, the proportion of the respondents with extension contact in Ogun (17.9%) was higher than that of Ekiti (7.8%). The wide gap might be related to longer years of existence of Ogun State which makes her farmers to have benefited more from the Agricultural Development Program system. Table 3 shows that 77.7% and 68.1% of the respondents were involved in cooperative groups in Ekiti and Ogun States respectively. However, further analysis showed that rice farmers' groups in both states were still very weak. The method and impetus for their formation led to their weakness. Majority of the groups were formed to harness the benefit of subsidized agricultural services and inputs rather than being real producer' organizations that would seek out commercial providers of services and products for their members.
Socioeconomic Characteristics of Rice Farmers in Ekiti and Ogun States
Nature and Degree of Group Formation among Rice Farmers
Group Activities that Encourage Participation
The problem of poor patronage of cooperative groups and activities has been linked to the absence of relevant projects of social and economic interest to members. The cardinal objective of the network will collapse if members do not actively participate in the projects. To ensure full participation it was therefore necessary to investigate projects of interest that will encourage participation by the rice farmers in the area. Also, the analysis of the activities that will encourage members to participate actively is expected to beam the light on the needs of the members that can best be met through cooperative action. Table 4 shows that a higher proportion of the rice farmers will participate in cooperative projects that will help to access better markets (84%), credit (72%), farm inputs (67%) and processing mills (61%). Access to extension service and tractor services were not considered as major rice production constraints in the states. The result also indicates areas of need for which specific group-based interventions can be targeted to increase rice production and resource productivity. The need for a functional and a proactive rice producers' group is predicated on the need to take full advantages of the huge business opportunity that exist in the Nigerian rice sector; especially in the wake of the intended policy that will prohibit rice import.
Costs and Return Structure of Cooperative and Non-Cooperative Members for Rice Production
Contrary to expectation and in disagreement with the findings of Adeyemo (1994) , the cost and return structure of respondents as shown in Table 5 revealed that non-cooperative farmers make more profit (N92,986) per hectare of rice cultivated than their cooperator counterparts(N90,222). The lack of significant difference from zero between the gross margin of cooperators and non-cooperative members (despite the better access to purchased inputsfertilizer and pesticide by cooperative members) also suggests that the farmers may be trading in the acquired inputs rather than using them for rice production. In addition, poor farm management practices and sub-optimal use of the inputs may also explain the non-significant difference between the gross margins. The lower gross profits of the cooperators suggest the poor performance of the cooperative groups as an economic facilitator for members.
Effects of Group Formation on Rice Production in Ekiti and Ogun States
Factors that influence group membership were identified using the probit regression model. Results revealed that at 5% significant level, household size and access to extension services have negative influence on rice group membership. At 1% significant level, access of rice farmers to herbicide negatively influence group membership, while number of farms had positive and significant influence on rice group membership (Table 6) . Disaggregated by state, it was found that gender and access to herbicides had positive and significant effect on group membership in Ekiti State (Table 7) . In Ogun State, at 5% level of significant, gender and household size negatively influence group membership while family members in rice farming, number of farm plots, access to herbicide, access to credit facility and rice output had positive influence on rice group membership. Though there is no significant difference in the yield of an average group member and non-member (Table 9) , the marginal effects reveal that a unit increase in rice output will increase the probability of group membership by 0.00848 units in Ogun where the parameter of the quantity of rice produced is significantly different from zero (Table 8 ). This might probably be as a result of the ability of the group to influence farm input at a subsidized price to their members. Table 9 shows the result of the t-test of mean differences between selected variables of rice farmers that are members of cooperative societies and those that were not. Four production variables namely total hectarage cultivated, number of rice harvest per year, total yield in tonnes/ha and gross margin in naira were tested to ascertain whether there are significant differences between the members and non-members of cooperative societies. The results revealed that there is no significant difference between members and non-members in any of the variables. The implication of this is that group membership does not significantly influence gross margin of rice in the study area. This corroborates the submission that the cooperative groups do not operate by the tenets of modern production cooperatives.
Test of Significant Differences in Rice Production Variables between Cooperatives and Non Cooperative Members
Factors Influencing Rice Group Formation and Development in the Study Areas
The success or failure of a group depends on the extent to which members of the group derive the expected benefits from activities of the group. When the expectations of the group members are readily met, it is certain that they will all be committed to ensuring sustainability of the group through effective participation. In view of this, examination of the factors contributing to the success of the groups showed that access to credit from group facilitation, regular meeting attendance and types of activities engaged in were the most important determinants of groups' success in the states. This implies that members of social group ensure continued existence as long as it affords them the opportunity to obtain financial credit with which they can meet their needs. Membership acquisition of the available loan was also contingent on their regular meeting attendance. Other factors indicated include good leadership by the executives of the group and cooperation among members in working towards achieving the group goals. A higher percentage of the respondents in Ekiti State (68.9%) and in Ogun State (53.6%) indicated inability to access credit for investments as a major factor militating against functional group membership (Table 10 ). The poor financial strength of the groups was also harped as a major constraint to group activities and development. The extent of financial contributions of members therefore has an overriding effect on sustainability of the group.
Conclusions and Recommendations
The study concludes that while there are obvious economic and social benefits that can be gained by participating in group action, there is however the need for the groups to be proactive and responsive to members' peculiar production and marketing (economic) problems. Majority of the groups that presently exist as production cooperatives, are associations formed or arranged to take advantage of external funding or input supply opportunities. This is accentuated by the fact that none of the groups had any viable committee that seeks to improve the production or marketing economies of the members through outreach to inputs or products markets. The implication is that, the cooperative groups are not self-serving and forward-reaching business units. This outlook poses a serious challenge of sustainability and ability of the groups to survive in the absence of external supports. This was also evident from the fact that membership of rice cooperative group had no significant effect on output of farmers in the pooled results. The study therefore recommends:
 The need to build capacities of members and officials of the groups on the tenets of modern cooperatives as a business and advocacy unit of producers through re-education programme. Such programme should be aimed at strengthening the capacities of the groups to be proactive and inward looking in promoting brotherhood economics.
Multi-purpose cooperative groups should be encouraged so as to provide the requisite prop needed to sponsor self generated projects without losing focus of rice production and marketing activities. The groups should be encouraged to diversify into other income earning activities. Government agencies and NGOs involved in input and financial intermediations for rice farmers should continue to patronize farmers in groups, while newer ones should be encouraged.  The need for the restructuring of farmer's cooperative group in such a form that will enhance productivity. Proper monitoring of cooperative group activities by members themselves is also important to ensure that subsidized inputs are actually put into production by members. 
